The terms 'Participation' and 'Gender' have become a part of development discourse and practice in the last two decades. Advocates of these concepts have claimed that they allow for representation of the most marginalised groups, such as women and the poor. However both approaches have also been accused of providing only lip service to the interests of those they claim to represent.
Gender
'Gender and Development' approaches shift from a focus on women to thinking about relations between women and men, and how masculinities and femininities have been constructed.
…and why has it not been more participatory?
Much gender and development practice has not been particularly participatory, instead it has imposed 'top-down' conceptions of gender such as treating men and women as if they comprised instantly identifiable groups by virtue of their sex alone. It has also assumed that 'gender relations' refers to that dimension of male/female relations that involve actual or potential heterosexual relations, and therefore ignores other kinds of gender relations and experiences.
Gender and development practitioners have also often had ideas of desirable gender relations which conflict with views expressed by people during participatory initiatives and processes.
Gender and participation: learning from each other
To some extent, both participation and gender practitioners have responded to criticism of their mutual ignorance, and strategies have been found which bring the two together. A few organisations have attempted to deal with biases in systematic ways such as Redd Barna, Uganda, Eastern India Rainfed Farming Project, Stepping Stones in Sub-Saharan Africa and REFLECT. Their experiences show that facilitating organisations and their personnel's own orientation play an important role in any social change process. Characteristics contributing to the success of these experiences include:
1. Awareness that both 'participation' and 'gender' are political issues, and that making participation gender sensitive is a political process. Participation and gender approaches are not technical fixes, but have implications for power distribution within communities. Changes emerging from these processes are not always win-win, and there may be conflicts of interest between different groups or individuals.
Recognition that strategies are needed to enable different voices to emerge.
Deliberate strategies must be adopted to make conflicts of interest explicit, rather than just allowing the version of the dominant groups to be heard. Separate discussion groups for men, women, and different age groups may be an effective strategy in certain situations.
Active management of change, power and conflict
Facilitators need to recognise power differentials, ensure a platform for those with less power to speak, and consciously arbitrate conflicts and differences. Facilitators should also endeavour to enable participants to develop and act on their own plans of action.
Mainstreaming gender and participation into projects and programmes
The crux of any mainstreaming of gender and participatory processes is the question of who controls the processes of information gathering, analysis, and the search for solutions. A genuine integration of gender and participation into projects and programmes needs to be done at each stage of the cycle. The following characteristics are important for successful mainstreaming efforts:
Conscious integration of knowledge and social action with a rights-based emphasis
Top-down commitments to rights can be used as leverage, in combination with working to increase people's awareness of their rights, and of their potential to influence policy and practice.
The continual innovation of participatory methods to create a better understanding of aspects of social relationships, especially those of gender.
Participants should be allowed to revise and develop participatory methods to better match their situation.
Recognition of the difficulties of language and translation.
Translations from English jargon around gender or other issues, can immediately alienate stakeholders, yet sometimes it is hard to find equivalent concepts in local languages. Participatory approaches can help identify and formulate local concepts of gender, in some cases developing language which may challenge rather than simply translate the original meanings of the terminology.
Mainstreaming gender as part of adapting institutions.
Gender approaches are not just for project activities and 'beneficiaries', but also require changes in institutions and staff themselves in order to be sustainable and non-hypocritical.
Gender and Participation in the Policy context
For the last twenty years, the concept of 'participation' has been widely used in development, referring primarily to participation in projects or in the 'community'. Now the process of inclusion and critical reflection encouraged by participatory approaches has been brought together with the debate on good governance. This is reflected on the one hand in the decentralisation of the political processes, and on the other in efforts to provide a platform for policy level dialogue. Such a dialogue between civil society and the state is considered necessary to formulate peoplecentred policies.
Efforts to mainstream gender and/or participation into policy include:
• The recent Participatory Poverty Assessments and Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP) led by the World Bank • Attempts by some countries to mainstream gender into policy processes through the creation of 'national machineries' for women.
• Gender analysis of national and local budgets.
In practice, these have varied in their degree of success in bringing participation and gender into policy. The following lessons can be drawn from these experiences:
Participatory processes can contribute to the generation and interpretation of sex disaggregated data.
Participatory approaches provide opportunities for local collection and interpretations of such data. However data is not sufficient to ensure that the impact of gender relations on well-being is understood, and that this understanding is then fed into the policy agenda.
Who participates and at what level is an important consideration.
Participatory processes may allow policy insights to emerge at local level, but the further up the information travels, the more likely it is to be filtered out. To ensure these perspectives are heard and retained at higher levels, it is important to consider such questions as: Who records proceedings and checks conclusions? Who writes reports and edits any plans? To whom are decision makers accountable? Who monitors their accountability?
Transparency and accountability are needed if consultation processes are to be meaningful.
Consultations with women in civil society in the framing of the constitution in Uganda and in the South African Budget initiative, both illustrate transparency and accountability at various levels of policy dialogue. This allows for multiple perspectives to enter and influence public debate and the policy arena.
Decentralisation and affirmative action: increasing participation of women in policy making
Some national governments have attempted to institutionalise gender equality and participation through affirmative action and decentralisation. NGOs have responded by initiating training of government officials, and training people in how to pursue their rights. The assumption is sometimes made that this will ensure women's participation in politics, and promote the formation of women's civil society groups. However, case studies of affirmative action in the Philippines and India, and participatory gender training in Uganda, suggest that affirmative action and decentralisation processes will have a positive impact on gender relations only if they go hand in hand with:
• civil society and government dialogue on the quality of political participation and on overcoming the barriers to an effective political voice • rights training for citizens, staff of development institutions and government employees that is relevant and accessible to all, including marginalised groups.
Participatory approaches to development have a role to play in achieving these aims.
Conclusions
Combining gender with participatory approaches can strengthen both gender and participation, grounding gender in the realities of people's lives, and making participation a more effective channel for the expression of marginalised people's demands. The mainstreaming of both approaches can increase the redistribution of positive outcomes of projects, programmes and policy.
This is a summary of the overview report written by Supriya Akerkar. Both the summary and the overview report form part of the Cutting Edge Pack on Gender and Participation. The Pack also includes a copy of the BRIDGE bulletin in brief, and a collection of supporting resources.
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